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THE ROBERT PORTER ALLEN STORY
by:

CARL W. BUCHHEISTER

In 1930 Robert Porter Allen, 25 years of age, with a burning desire for a
job in activities such as the National Audubon Society conducted, came to see
its President, Dr. T. Gilbert Pearson. That was at the suggestion of Dr. Frank
M. Chapman, Curator of Birds at the American Museum of Natural History, to whom
young Bob had first applied for a job. Chapman could offer only temporary work
without pay and that Allen could hardly afford as he was badly in need of money.
Dr. Pearson was impressed by the young man's ardent interest in birds, his
knowledge which was all self-taught, and the "sparkle in his eyes".* So struck
was Pearson by the young man that, although there was no available position, he
actually created one · and that was to make a library of all the books and other
printed materials in the basement that the Society had accumulated in its 25 years
of existence. That decision of Pearson's was a mighty fortunate one for the Society,
for its cause of bird protection, let alone for Bob Allen himself.
·
Bob Allen was born with an interest in birds. He and his older brother John
constantly explored and hunted in the woods and fields and along the river bank
near the town of his birth, South Williamsport, Pa. At ten years of age Bob and
his brother read and re-read a book that had a profound influence in shaping their
interest in nature, "Two Little Savages" by Ernest Thompson Seton. Later in life
Bob wrote, "Two Lit,·t le Savages, when it came finally into our hands, was the perfect
textbook. We became Seton Indians, sitting cross-legged around tiny camp fires,
Indian-fashion, discussing important current events in the Tutnee language and
planning expeditions and cruises to far places (three or four miles away!) for the
purpose of adding to our knowledge of local natural history. Our little world was
filled with reality and with a high regard for birds, first spring flowers, woodcraft,
canoe travel, and an endless array of kindred matters. These things had substance
and durability. They were real then and they are just as real today. If Seton
had never written another book or drawn another picture, our debt to him and our
regard for his particular brand of magic--a regard that has grown with the years-would remain unchanged."**
A few years later another great influence on the young man was his membership
in an Audubon Junior Club formed by his high school biology teacher. Bob avidly
read the bird leaflets and "Bird-Lore" Magazine that the National Audubon Society
provided its Club members and their teacher. Thus he not only learned more and
more about birds, but also about the National Audubon Society and its cause,the
protection of wild birds. Through this Audubon Junior Club membership he developed
a love for the Society in which he was later destined to play a great r~le.
More than just printed materials did that Club provide. It brought to lecture
in the town such great men of the ornithological world as Dr. Arthur A. Allen of
Cornell and the already renowned bird artist Louis Agassiz Fuertes. Bob heard these
men, talked with them and even corresponded with them. Also, he corresponded with
Dr. Frank M.Chapman and Dr.T. Gilbert Pearson, whom he had not met. All these
exciting and inspirational experiences crystallized the young man's interest into
a desire to become an ornithologist. As he was to write later, "All this broadened
our horizons and taught us that there were more rewarding ways of studying birds than
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by looking at them along a gun barrel. I deserted the ranks of mighty hunters and
trappers forever and became a dedicated ornithologist and conservationist."*
After finishing high school he sought a college offering courses in ornithology
but since such were rare, he entered Lafayette College at Easton, Pa. From that
College his grandfather, father and other men relatives had graduated. He considered
the two years at Lafayette of no value in preparation for an ornitholgoical career.
In his second year, corresponding with Louis Agassiz Fuertes, he was invited to
visit him in his home in Ithaca. Fuertes advised him to transfer to Cornell which
did have courses in ornithology.
This Bob did but, alas, continuing studies there
were aborted by his father's untimely death. Funds being no longer available for
a college education, he left Cornell after only three months. That was 1925. Bob
decided to see the world. Having read much about the sea in Conrad and Stevenson,
he joined the Merchant Marine. For two years he sailed in freighters, twice around
the world, and was shipwrecked on an island in the Sulu Sea.
It was in 1930 that President Pearson of the National Audubon Society gave
Bob a job on a trial basis as a librarian. With that much security and a leg up
on his chosen career, he wrote to his fiancee, Evelyn Sedgwick, in Missouri that
they could make plans. They were married in 1933. By then his position with the
Society was no longer temporary but a fulltime and a very secure one. He became
an active member of the Linnaean Society of New York whose principal interest was
the study of birds of the New YorkCity region. Among its members he met and became
friends with menr who were to become his co-workers the rest of his professional
life: Roger Tory Peterso~, Joseph J. Hickey, Allen D.Cruickshank, William Vogt,
and others. All but Hickey were to become his colleagues on the Society's staff.
New ideas about the study of birds were stirring in the Linnaean Society. Throughout
the United States and Europe there was a growing interest in bird behavior and
ecology. Stirred by this, Joseph Hickey formed a Field Work Committee in which
Bob worked closely with him. Influenced by Hickey, Bob wanted to co~duct a
research project of his own and thus prepare himself to help with some research
activity of the Society.
Receiving permission from John H. Baker, who then was the Executive Director
of the Society, he arrived at the office an hour late every day. During the period
from late March to early June he embarked on his study. This involved getting up
at 4:00 a.m., bicycling three miles to a colony of Black-crowned night herons in a
cedar swamp. The object of the study was nesting behavior. After three hours of
intensive field work he pedaled back, dressed, breakfasted and took the commuting
train to New York City, and spent a full day at the office. For three nesting
seasons he conducted his study. Then he and a co-worker, Fred Mengels, published
their findin~s in the Proceedings of the Linnaean Society of New York (Nos. 50-51,
October 1940). It was becoming abundantly clear to John Baker and his colleagues
that Bob Allen possessed not only great talents for field research, but an incredible
determination to gain his objective utterly regardless of costs in hours, effort
and personal sacrifice.
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In 1934 when John H. Baker succeeded Dr. Pearson as the chief administrative
officer of the Society, he lost little time in starting a research program. Its
purpose he explained in this very succinct statement:· "The National Audubon Society
considers facts obtainable through scientific research the essential basis for wise
policies governing the conservation of wildlife resources".* The research was to be
devoted only to endangered or threatened species of birds. The Society's reasoning
was that in order to save and preserve an endangered species it was necessary to
know its life history, its vital requirements and the factors causing its endangered
status. Since the Ivory-billed woodpecker by all odds was the most critical species,
it became the object of the first study in 1937. That was assigned to James J.
Tanner, graduate student, under an Audubon research fellowship established at
Cornell University. When it became apparent that the Roseate spoonbill was
rapidly diminishing in Florida Bay, Baker assigned Bob Allen to make a study of it
similar to the one being conducted on the Ivory-billed woodpecker.
So in October, 1939, in order to be on hand for the arrival of the spoonbills
on their nesting grounds in Floriday Bay Bob Allen, his wife and two small children
gave up their home in Long Island, motored to Tavernier, Florida, towing their
new home--a far-from-new house trailer.
His wife Evelyn shared in Bob's willingness to endure any privation and
hardship that occurred in the pursuit of his work. Living conditions in Tavernier
at that time were indeed simple, to say the least. The Allens had to pump and
carry their own water. The electricity was on only from six to eight, sometimes
to nine in the evening, and sometimes not at all. Most of the time it was necessary
to use kerosene lamps. Evelyn Allen was a graduate of Juillard College and an
accomplished pianist. In all Tavernier there were only two pianos, a player piano
and one in the church. Evelyn was accustomed to a baby grand. However, she sought
pianos not for her own sake, but in order to give piano lessons to the children of
Tavernier, any who wanted to study piano. After school mothers and their children
would line up for one-half hour lessons.
Very quickly in a community where the Allens had. known no one but one Audubon
warden, the two gained the good will and friendship of many. That was because of
their feeling and respect for all regardless of social background. Evelyn gave of
her talents and time. Bob met his fellow men, many of them fishermen and boatmen,
with an interest in their occupations and in themselves, knowing full well that
many of them took young herons and spoonbills from the nests for food. In those
days they still carried on the old custom of taking animals from the land and the
sea for food regardless of whether they were protected or not. So the pink curlews,
the local name for the spoonbill, were cooked up like one would a chic~en. When
the Allens had become part of the community and were liked and respected, they
would then say "Don't kill the curlews, don't bother them. We not only want to
keep them, but to make it something for the future".**
Bob's knowledge of and love for the pink curlews and his study of them out
in the mangroves by day and by night impressed them all.
actually lived with the birds.

To make that study Bob

Out in Florida Bay in the mangroves where they

nested, he built a wooden platform on stilts, placed a tent on it, and with the
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help of a kerosene lamp and cook stove lived for weeks at a time without coming in
shore to his trailer home and family. On the platform he even had a laboratory
where he kept and examined the killifish apd everything he could find in the water
that was food for the spoonbills. An Audubon warden brought him food, other supplies,
mail, and messages from home. Occasionally Evelyn would be taken out to see him.
Day and night Bob pursued his studies regardless of the chill winter winds and of
the mosquitoes in the warm weather that appeared in droves. He ate the simplest
of his self-prepared meals. He walked knee-deep in the sucking morass that came
up over his knees.
It was certainly not easy for a man who loved his family dearly, and their
companionship, to be absent for days and days from them. To find out all about
the spoonbill so that the Society could know what measures to take to save it was
his mission. And a mission in every sense of the word it was. Bob by nature had
a sense of mission about his work. Baker appreciated Bob's sense of mission and
dedication because he, too, had those attributes. In fact, at that time a sense .
of mission pervaded the staff of the Society.
All the time Bob was out in the haunts of the pink curlews, Evelyn not only
took care of her own two children, but gave piano lessons to others and organized
a choir for the church and a glee club. She put on little minstrel shows with tap
dancing which she also taught. Small wonder that a warm feeling for the Audubon
Society and for the birds developed in Tavernier. All fall and winter Bob researched
in Florida Bay.
·
Because there were many more spoonbills in Texas, Bob carried on his work
there in the spring of 1940. Altogether he spent twenty-five months making an
intensive study of the spoonbill. The areas included Florida Bay, and San Antonio
Bay, Texas. In 1942 he completed his report, and the first complete study of the
Roseate Spoonbill was acclaimed for its scientific excellence. It contained also
recommendations for the protection of the spoonbill wherever it exists not only in
the United States but also in the countries south of us. As a result of this
research, conservationists everywhere know what measures to take to conserve this
magnificent bird. All the scientific information and recommendations were given
to ~he world in "The Spoonbill Research Report, No. 2·, of the National Audubon
~,;.,/J "'~
,
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Society, 194-2".
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In 1946 research into the Whooping crane was assigned to Bob Allen. That
bird was in a far greater critical status. In 1938 it was believed with good
authority that there were only fourteen Whooping cranes left in the wild. This
pitiful remnant of a population wintered in the Aransas NationalWildlifeRefuge
which was established for waterfowl, but also for the cranes, on the Texas coast
in 1937. The nesting ground of this remnant was somewhere far to the north in
Canada, its location a complete mystery. In 1945 the cooperative Whooping Crane
Research Project was formed, an undertaking of the United States Fish and Wildlife
Service and the National .Audubon Society. For two years Dr. Olin S. Pettingill was
engaged by the Society to study the bird at Aransas, and also he was flown thousands
of miles in the summer to hunt for its nesting grounds in Alberta and Saskatchewan.
In 1946 Dr. Pettingill had to give up the work in order to enter teaching at
Carlton College. Bob Allen, having just returned from military service, was given
the job to make an exhaustive study of the Whooping crane as he had done for
the spoonbill.
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Again the Allen family moved. Closing up their home in Tavernier·, they
motored to Texas. They rented two motel rooms in Austwell on the road to the
Aransas Refuge. In one there was a two-burner gas stove. Bob made a camp out
in the Refugre, for often he would spend the nights there.
When human beings exist in an area where an endangered species of wildlife
is being studied, it is of the greatest importance to win their good will and
cooperation . As 3ob himself stated it later: "You can be sure that it wasn't
easy--it never is--but getting people lined up and in a sympathetic and cooperative
frame of mind is vitally important on any job. There is no need to go into it to
any extent, but when my family and I arrived in Texas in November 1946, we found
ourselves in a hostile camp. We were •outsiders• and therefore we were expected
to be foolishly impractical and naively critical. Furthermore , we couldn't
possibly know anything at all about Whooping cranes."* Again, as they had in
Tavernier, the Allens soon won great resp~ct and cooperation .
It was winter when Bob embarked on his study of the cranes. It involved
plodding through the salt ponds measuring their extents and depths, seining for
crabs, fish and other marine organisms that comprised the food of the cranes.
There was often done in the driving rain and cold northerlies .
Most frustrating of all was the difficulty seeing the cranes at close range
in order to make behavior and plumage studies. Having observed that the 4'ranes
did not in the least mind close proximity to cattle, with characteris tic ingenuity
Bob made a blind in the shape of a Santa Gertrudis bull. This he did by constructin g
a light wire frame in the shape of a bull and covering it with a reddish canvas.
The creature had a head, and a tail of frayed rope. It was light enough for a man
standing in the middle to lift and carry. Into this he would crawl, kneel, sit
and look out through the nostrils to see the cranes. "Life" Magazine sent down a
crack photographe r who spent nine hours in the bull without seeing a crame. He
compalined of being very cramped and cold. Before his departure, however, for
New York City he made one more try, and with success. He photographe d a family-a male, a female and their young bird. It was one of the first and the very best
photographs of an entire family group. It appeared that year in "Life" Magazine.
Since the bull was really not a successful blind or means of getting close to the
cranes, Bob tried baiting with corn. That was successful. During two winter
seasons he completed exhaustive studies of the food, of winter territory, of
behavior and of the pre-nuptial dances.
Bob's activities in the second winter were interrupted by his very serious
and, for a time, mysterious illness. By the most fortunate of coincidence s,
Dr. Locke ~akenzie, a New York physician and friend of his, also of the Sprunts
and Buchheiste rs, an avid birder, was visiting the Texas coastal reg:on. When he
saw Bob in the hospital, and very ill, be became interested and very soon diaenosed
the case as Tuleremia. The one most effective drug was immediately obtained by
the Society in New York City and sent down. After many weeks Bob full recovered.
He had become infected with theis dread disease by handling a dead rabbit which he
was using for crab bait. That was an almost fatal occupationa l hazard.

-t-
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Investigations also included the migration route from Texas up through
Oklahoma, Kansas, the Dakotas and up into Canada. Stop after stop was made along
the route wherever he found the cranes would come down, rest and feed. By meeting
with sportsmen's clubs, service clubs, newspaper reporters, sports writers and
radio announcers, he educated all and won them over to demanding airtight protection
for the birds. From all the media the plea went forth: "Don't shoot any big white
bird". In 1947 his whole family accompanied Bob to Saskatchewan to begin the hunt
for the undiscovered breeding grounds. There he joined forces with Fred Bard,
Director of the Provincial Museum in Regina, and an ardent Canadian student of
the Whooping crane. He also joined with Bob Smith, a pilot of the United States
Fish and Wildlife Service, who was later to make history in the search.
Evelyn Allen kept up the education of their two children by the correspondence
school method with a private school in the States. So successful was she that the
children tested ahead of their grade level in the public school system.
That whole spring and summer Bob and Bob Smith searched many thousands of
square miles for the nesting grounds. By plane they covered all of northern
Saskatchewan and Alberta, Great Slave Lake, Great Bear Lake, and the MacKenzie
Delta. Often they had to wait out storms, enduring exposure to cold rains, hard
winds and rough water in their efforts to keep their little plane from damaging
itself. In the vast expanses over which they flew they saw hundreds of thousands
of waterfowl including Whistling swans and Sandhill cranes, but not one Whooping
crane. Incidentally, these extensive aerial surveys cost the National Audubon
Society nothing as Bob Smith had to fly them to make estimates of the numrers of
ducks, geese and swans for the United States Fish and Wildlife Service.
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The summer'
r ·tless search ended it for Bob
He felt the failure to find ,~~2
the nesting grounds very keenly. He continued his research ~hlch included attempts ~~~;!
to reproduce young from captive birds, one loaned by the New Orleans Zoo and one
from a game farm in the midwest. A great deal of effort and care. went in to this
hoped-for reproducing program. Its eventual failure was heartbreaking for Bob.
He then applied himself to writing his report. In 1952 his monograph "A Complete
Report of the Whooping Crane, National Audubon Society, 1952", was published.
This was another brilliant achievement. In 1952 the -long-sought and hoped-for
discovery of the nesting grounds was made. Bob Smith,of the United States Fish
and Wild.life Service, who had taken Bob on such extensive flights during two summers,
sighted two Whooping cranes from the air north of Great Slave Lake in Wood Buffalo
Park, Northwest Territories, Canada. Two years later, in 19.54, four to six Whooping
cranes, including a pair with a young bird, were seen in Wood Buffalo Park from a
helicopter. Now the actual nesting grounds were known.
On May 20th Bob Allen reached Fort Smith. In a flight over the nesting
area Bob saw what he had hoped to see for sixteen years--a Whooping crane on its
nest. Then for thirty days he and his selected companions attempted to reach the
nesting area by boat, canoe and on foot. The physical hardships endured were
unimaginable. One frustrating experience after another occurred as they came upon
log jams in the streams, unnavigable waters, and had to traverse the most inhospitable
of terrains. All the time they were beset by clouds of mosquitoes. With the aid
of the helicopter Bob, with one companion, landed near the nests. Even then the
much shorter walk was made with the toughest and cruelest struggle. He considered
that trip in to the nesting grounds as one of the most exhausting and hardest
experiences he had ever endured. But that harrowing experience waE .a triumphant

'
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one in every sense. For ten days the two men collected specimens of the frogs, fish,
mollusks, and other organisms that comprised the food of the cranes on their nesting
grounds. They left for home completely satisfied that the nesting grounds were in
an area 100% safe from human disturbance, and one abounding in wild foods. Bob's
full account of the discovery of the nesting grounds was published by the Society
as a "Supplement, A Report on the Whooping Cranes' Breeding Grounds (N.A.S. 1956)
11
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Concerned over the reports of alarming reduction in numbers of the American
flamingo in the Bahamas, John Baker instructed Bob to make a full-scale investigation
of that species. National Audubon Society had had a concern for the flamingo ever
since 1905 when, at its very first Board Meeting, Dr.Frank M. Chapman had a Resolution
passed that the new-born Society should work for the protection of the flamingo in
the Bahamas. Dr. Pearson had been successful in getting a National Flamingo Refuge
established in Cuba in 1933. The colony on Andros Island in the Bahamas, long a
famous one, had disappeared entirely. The status of the flamingo was now serious.
In 1949 Bob met and soon became friends with Stephen F. Briggs of Milwaukee, head
of Briggs Stratton Motor Company. Briggs had become an excellent bird photographer.
He joined Bob on his first flamingo investigation in Yucatan, Mexico. Then Bob
went alone to Nassau, chartered a 21-ft. sloop together with the services of her
owner and skipper,and another native Bahaman. The former, a black-skinned Bahaman,
was an excellent skipper. They sailed to and explored Andros Island thoroughly but
found no flamingo colony. On the return trip to Nassau Bob Allen again endured one
of the most dangerous and harrowing experiences of his life. Enroute a hurricane
overtook them and for one whole afternoon and night they, the three men, struggled
with their tiny craft in towering seas and howling winds.
His search for flamingo colonies took him to Cuba, Dominican Republic, Haiti
and elsewhere in the West Indies. Where he did not find flamingos he discovered
good reasons for their absence. He found the largest colony on Great Inagua
Island. He and his Bahaman helpers, the brothers Sammy and Jimmy Nixon, built a
camp as a base for the forthcoming intensive studies on Inagua.
Bob's finding of the frightening decline in numbers of the flamingo in the
Bahamas and the critical need for protection was a tremendous factor in causing
the formation of the new Society for the Protection of the Flamingo in the Bahamas.
Arthur S. Vernay, a leading and wealthy citizen of Nassau, became the Chairman and
L. E.W. Forsythe its President. The National Audubon Society, through John Baker
and Bob Allen, helped very greatly in the creation of this Society and pledged
continuing aid. The establishment of this Society and the full protection that
immediately was accorded by it to the threatened birds was another glorious example
of the value of scientific research, the application of its findings and the
• ?~6
1
immediate effective action of a dedicated conservation organization.
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although he had amassed a great
(\&l'tJ~,,.,...o~i.JP
amount of new information regar ng its l. e history, food, habitat, and behavior. w>As
of1;,t
He constantly made recommendations for the flamingoes' protection in the Bahamas, ~1 vP~~~ 1
in Bonaire, Cuba and Yucatan. These recommendations brought about increased
,~ ,.,,,fr'
protection. In the late 50's Bob was suffering increased physical difficulties.
Doubtless the years of exhaustive field work including the critical Tuleremia
illness and, to be sure, that final grueling trip into the Whooping cranes' nesting
grounds were taking their toll. His final years with the Society were devoted to
preparing a survey of the wading birds in which he had always been interested.· In
1960 he retired and devoted himself to writing. In 1963 he died.
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During his entire thirty years with the Society he gave and gave--his energies,
his mind and his heart--to find out how the rare and threatened species of birds
might be saved. That, not prestige, rank, money or honors, was his ambition. He
was indeed a hero of the National Audubon Society and the Audubon movement.
Honors in abundance were accorded him. These included the Brewster Memorial
Award of the American Ornithologists Union in 1957, one of the highest honors
for an ornithologist, and The John Burroughs Award in 1958 for his book on Vanishing
Birds. He was a Fellow of the American Ornithologists Union, and very active in the
Linnaean and Wilson Ornithological Societies. In 1964 a posthumous honor was
given him when three Keys in Florida Bay were named the Bob Allen Keys by the
National Park Service. What a wonderful and fitting honor. In the 1970's the
Society renamed its Second Chain of Islands Sanctuary on the Texas Cost the ROBERT
PORTER ALLEN MEMORIAL SANCTUARY.

